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ABSTRACT

Setauket, New York, a small village on Long Island, has a historical narrative
connecting it to the fabric of colonial and early America. Historic sites and
structures in Setauket provide the setting for this narrative and support its
tourist industry. Additionally, an important minority community comprised of
the descendants of colonized Native Americans and enslaved Africans has
concrete connections to Setauket’s past. Despite their documented and
physical presence, Native Americans and African Americans have been almost
entirely left out of local history. The descendant community actively countered their historical marginalization by collaborating with archaeologists to
recover aspects of their heritage in the village. This research has developed a
counter-narrative that not only returns non-whites to historic white spaces,
but explains how non-whites were removed from these spaces through a
process of segregation tied to the creation of a leisure economy.

Labor; race; leisure; historic
preservation; Setauket;
New York

The Thompson House is an eighteenth-century saltbox, adorned with the quintessential features
that characterize its style, that rests along a quiet road in Setauket, New York (Fig. 1). In addition to
its aesthetic appeal, the colonial relic serves as a tangible container for local narratives intimating
the lives of some of Long Island’s earliest settlers. It is now operating as a museum and visitors can
meander through the aging structure as guides relay anecdotes about members of the Thompson
family who built and occupied the house and farm for ﬁve consecutive generations. The history
venerating this family reverberates beyond the walls of the colonial structure and resonates with
the majority of people who ﬁnd meaning in Setauket’s cultural heritage. Village residents are quite
familiar with the Thompsons’ story, and its themes remain relatively intact irrespective of the
narrator. The Thompsons were farmers, innovators and vital ﬁgures in the local community who,
through sheer ambition and hard work, turned their property into one of Suﬀolk County’s most
extensive and proﬁtable agricultural enterprises of its time. Stories of the Thompsons are presented in awe-struck tones as they are meant to be an inspiration in our times.
When visitors to historic houses like the Thompson’s learn about cooking by the ancient hearth,
combing ﬂax and spinning thread in the parlor or tending the garden outside the back door, they
are led to imagine family members toiling away at these tasks, just as members of middle-class
households would be if they continued to carry on such work today. Most of the everyday labor
involved in reproducing these historic households was not done by family members, however, but
by enslaved and waged workers, most of whom were not white. Like the erstwhile inhabitants of
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Figure 1. The Thompson House in an undated photograph captured sometime after the house was restored in
1942 and catalogued for the Historic American Buildings Survey.

many prominent homes that are preserved to tell stories about early American domesticity, the
Thompsons can base their success as much on the ownership and exploitation of non-white labor
as they can on any other talents or skills family members might have possessed. Frankly, we are
startled by the popular narratives about the Thompsons that neglect to mention the likes of Mima,
Mingo, Sharper, Cuﬀ, Priscilla, Jack or any of the other named workers of color, enslaved and free,
who at one time or another resided in the Thompson House.1 Historical records conﬁrm the
perpetual presence of non-white occupants, yet their contributions to the making of this site have
faded from popular accounts and collective memory.
Mirroring this trend, Setauket’s local history has been extensively revised so that very few stories or
spaces within its historical landscape consider the generations of its non-white residents who contributed to the making of local history. Many casually tour Setauket’s preserved sites, but the absence
of non-white residents from restorations and narratives encourages visitors to imagine Setauket’s
heritage as homogeneously white. Setauket is not exceptional in this regard. Heritage tourism
scholars, for instance, persistently call attention to glaring and subtle strategies for eliding Africandescended people from plantation landscapes (e.g. Butler 2001; Carter, Butler and Dwyer 2011; 2014;
Modlin, Alderman and Gentry 2011; Yankholmes and McKercher 2015). Sites north of the Mason Dixon
line are burdened by similar historical revisions, and they too struggle to reconcile their communities’
intimate roles in institutionalizing slavery (e.g. Chan 2007; Gerzina 2008; Howson 2006), but also the
decimation and forced relocation of Native peoples (e.g. Cronon 2003; Mandell 2008; Sweet 2011).
Indeed, our work in Setauket rests upon perceptive and civically engaged archaeologists who are
redressing racial, ethnic, gender and class-based paucities in local representation, civic discourse and
social memories (e.g. Nida and Adkins 2011; McGuire and Reckner 2005; Paynter 1990, 2003; Shackel
2003; Walker 2003). We advance this critical point by using archaeological evidence from Setauket to
illuminate one way in which racially exclusive histories materialize and persist.
We argue that dominant narratives, immutably bound up with other discourses of white,
middle-class culture, created and continue to maintain the racially exclusive heritage of
Setauket. To be sure, portraying Setauket as wrought from long-term coercion and hard labor is
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unsettling and antithetical to its charming and genial character, but the production and preservation of a homogeneously white history certainly accomplishes more than obscuring past impositions of unpleasantnesses and suﬀering. In fact, the mixed-heritage, African-American and Native
American descendant community living in Setauket have been denied their legitimate place in
Setauket’s historical and cultural heritage by the elisions of labor generally, and of their ancestors’
contributions speciﬁcally,. Impending destruction and continued displacement spurred members
to establish an independent preservation organization in 2005, which successfully petitioned for
the creation of a distinct historic district within Setauket recognizing their own historical and
cultural place. Second, they have cultivated relationships with professional researchers, including
ourselves, to legitimize their community’s historical signiﬁcance and to produce a counter-narrative that confronts the whitewashed origins of Setauket (Matthews 2013; Matthews and ManfraMcGovern (forthcoming); Matthews and Phillippi 2013; Phillippi 2016; Wellman 2016).
Our aim here is to closely and critically examine how Setauket came to embrace the racially
exclusive revisionist history as an indisputable truth personifying its cultural heritage. As many
astute scholars note (e.g. Featherstone 2006; Jimerson 2006; Stoler 2002), the colonial nature of
archives certainly assisted such a revision, but we refuse to believe that these institutions are solely
accountable. That an enduring descendant minority community in Setauket remains resolute in its
drive for cultural recognition strongly indicates to us that additional variables, speciﬁcally related
to race, labor and active development of a leisure economy, contributed to the re-making of local
history (MacCannell 1976). To understand how this revised history unfolded, we ﬁrst juxtapose
Setauket’s past with Setauket today by emphasizing how historical records document the changing visibility of non-white labor over time. Then, using archaeology from two sites, we reaﬃrm
the presence and role of labor and non-white workers as essential to the production and
development of Setauket’s historical landscape. Ultimately, we oﬀer a counter-narrative emphasizing how local history has been entwined with the simultaneous emergence of a leisure economy
and the increasing invisibility of labor to facilitate the erasure of non-white men, women and
children from historical memory.

Labor’s heritage in Setauket
While white families have always constituted Setauket’s majority population, historically the town
was exceedingly diverse and the number of people of Native and African-American descent far
exceeded the 180 members who comprise the community today.2 The exact population of
Setauket’s historic non-white community is diﬃcult to ascertain, but an average of 500 people
of color resided in the Town of Brookhaven in decennial increments between 1790 and 1900.3
Men, women and children of African or Native American descent, enslaved or indentured, were
forced to work in the homes and ﬁelds of Setauket’s white households prior to New York’s Gradual
Emancipation Act in 1799. Not until after 1827 were most non-white people living in Setauket as
free men and women (see Gellman 2006; Nordstrom 1980).
Regardless of status and period, documents clearly indicate an enduring presence of non-white
persons, many of whom were responsible for the lion’s share of household and agricultural labor.
Those fortunate enough to establish independent households performed much of the same labor as
their counterparts living with white families. Non-white women and their daughters worked as
domestic servants, nursemaids, laundresses and cooks whose rhythms of daily household chores
included cooking, washing, cleaning, tending the garden and so on. Weekly and seasonal duties
added to their daily workloads, and women also assisted white mothers with childrearing. Non-white
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men and their sons were general day laborers who worked on Setauket’s farms during the warmer
months of the year, where they assisted in preparing ﬁelds, mowing, sowing, weeding and harvesting
crops. Conversely, Setuaket’s white population monopolized a signiﬁcant majority of artisan and semiskilled occupations (Foote 2004; Hodges 1999, 200–10; Kulikoﬀ 2000, 249–52; Gellman 2006, 76–82).
The image painted by primary documents and secondary histories is one replete with non-white
families toiling as slaves and free workers in the ﬁelds and homes of Setauket’s white families. Yet,
despite having opportunities to do so, formal and authorized evocations of the past overlook nonwhites and their contributions to the making of Setauket. In fact, at the time of this writing, travel and
tourist websites list places of historical and cultural signiﬁcance in Setauket as the top-rated ‘things to
do’ while visiting the village. Guidebooks and residents identify hundreds more than the nine sites
already listed on the National Register of Historic places (see Klein 1986; Three Village Historical Society
2008). Visitors can either freely view and wander many of these sites or, if seeking a more theatrical
experience, opt for tours led by actors in colonial-period costume or elaborate re-enactments of the
American Revolution. Additionally, small businesses oﬀer walking, biking and kayaking tours and
privately operated historical societies provide educational programs for school groups, guided tours of
historical sites, and often host speakers, forums and other programs for the more dedicated and
historically conscious. The point being that Setauket oﬀers residents and visitors alike a broad selection
of opportunities to learn about, experience and embrace its history and heritage.
The profusion of historical sites places historic preservation and tourism among Setauket’s principal enterprises; that is, Setauket is perceived and encountered as a place of leisure and recreation. The
photograph of the Thompson House depicting two white living-history actors (Fig. 1) idly enjoying
each other’s company indicates that Setauket has been presented as a location of leisure since at least
the mid-twentieth century, if not longer. Furthermore, placards, signposts, tours, houses and even
street names memorialize exclusively white colonial families – the undisputed ancestral elite in
Setauket. Perhaps somewhat expected, as historical narratives and memory often reassert the interest
and concerns of the powerful majority (Walker 2003); 89.1 per cent of Setauket identiﬁes as white and
these people possess median house values and annual average incomes well above the state
average, which place them ﬁrmly in the upper tiers of society (City-Data.com 2017).
The racially exclusive narrative of Setauket provokes visitors into imagining Setauket’s historical
landscape much like it is today: a homogeneously white landscape of domestic leisure. Countering
this narrative, we have undertaken a series of archaeological studies working in collaboration with the
descendant Native and African-American community to better understand how stories increasingly
aligned with the leisure captured in the mid-twentieth-century photograph (Fig. 1) came to replace
the very real accounts of (non-white) labor that remain preserved in the documentary archive. This
work both re-members labor as a key aspect of the Setauket landscape and recognizes the import of
the non-white community whose labor made the prosperity of the white majority possible. To
illustrate, the following section discusses archaeological ﬁndings from two sites that tell a story of
marginalizing the non-white community in Setauket (c. 1710–1935). We then weave our ﬁndings into
a narrative of the rise of a post-war leisure economy (1945–) which, we argue, further displaced
Setauket’s non-white community from space, history and local heritage.

The spatial arrangement of labor, c. 1710–present
The Thompson House, referred to above, and the Jacob and Hannah Hart sites represent ostensibly
contrasting households in Setauket history. On the one hand, the Thompsons, a successful, prominent
family with extensive property and wealth, occupied their house for ﬁve consecutive generations
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between the early 1700s and 1886. On its surplus- and proﬁt-producing farm, the family relied heavily
on enslaved and free non-white laborers, the status of workers depending largely on the time period.
Today the Thompson family is an indelible highlight in popular narratives and their house continues to
stand conspicuously on North Country Road. On the other hand, the Jacob and Hannah Hart site is the
location where the non-white Hart family lived for ﬁve decades between 1888 and 1935 (Fig. 2).
Together, the two raised 12 children in their working-class household, which they supported by Jacob
working intermittently as a day laborer, a mason’s helper and a ship bolter while Hannah took on the
drudgeries of a laundress.4 Today the Harts are remembered almost exclusively by members of the
mixed-heritage descendant community on Christian Avenue, and a black-and-white photograph is the
only evidence of the house that once stood on the parcel of land now overrun by relentless vegetation.
The following discussion summarizes the data we use in our interpretations of the disparate visibility
and recognition of these two sites in local memory and historical narratives. We argue each is strongly
correlated with diﬀerent periods in which the political economy reorganized labor and development.

Slavery and free labor at the Thompson House, c. 1710–1887
The Thompson’s saltbox was originally built in the early 1700s as a timber-framed, double-pile
home with two-and-a-half-storeys in the front with a great central chimney providing a tripartite
division of the ﬁrst ﬂoor into a hall, parlor and an area for service. The second ﬂoor was built with
two bedchambers, one above the hall and the other above the parlor, and the half story in the rear
(often referred to as the ‘lumber room’) is most likely the location where enslaved workers slept
during their oﬀ-work hours (see Berlin 1998, 54–7; Fitts 1996; Garman 1998; cf. Coplin and
Matthews 2007; Lepore 2005, 72–3). Unlike the vernacular forms that preceded it, the saltbox
imposed social distinctions by delegating activities to speciﬁc spaces, with labor relegated to the
rear service area and socialization, entertainment and leisure located in the front hall and parlor
(Glassie 2000, 122–4). A team of archaeologists and students recovered evidence from a series of
ﬁfty-two shovel test pits and thirty-eight 1-meter square excavation units in the adjacent yards
indicating that some of that work was performed close to the house. In fact, evidence representing

Figure 2. The Jacob and Hannah Hart Home In an undated photograph, courtesy of the Three Village Historical Society.
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four diﬀerent activities – gardening, fertilizer production, soap making or laundry and animal
husbandry – was recovered from contexts of slavery in the yards of the Thompsons’ home lot.
Some of these activities are represented by a concentration of speciﬁc artifact groups and classes,
while others are identiﬁed using archaeological features or a combination of features and soil
chemical concentrations (Table 1).
The third and fourth generations of the Thompson family altered the home and surrounding
yard during a four-decade-long period coinciding with New York’s Gradual Emancipation Act,
passed in 1799. Surviving architectural elements, archaeological remains and documentary records
provide evidence indicating the family appended a two-storey wing to the southern gable end of
their home and erected a detached structure in their rear (east) yard. Excavations exposing the
external structure’s foundation and an associated midden revealed that it functioned as a kitchen
and general space for domestic work. Contents of the stratiﬁed midden provided a tentative date
of the kitchen’s construction sometime during the 1810s, and, in addition to its reﬂecting a
regional pattern in architectural innovations (Hubka 1986; Small 1997), a personal will and farm
journal narrow the likely period of the southern wing’s construction to between 1800 and 1807.5
Finally, the Thompsons incorporated a doorway to adjoin two spaces that were previously
demarcated: the parlor bedchamber in the front of the house and the lean-to attic in the rear. A
precise date for the addition of the door remains elusive, but its early hardware and peculiar
placement suggest it was incorporated after the house was ﬁrst built. It is believed to be most
likely that the door was added around the same time as the wing and kitchen.
Outside the house, the archaeology bespeaks transformation of the yard at times concurrent
with but also postdating the architectural modiﬁcations of the house. Evidence associated with
activities that characterized the yard in the contexts of slavery – speciﬁcally data correlated with
fertilizer production, gardening and animal husbandry – were absent in later contexts, dating to
the Gradual Emancipation Period (1799–1827) or after New York abolished slavery in 1827. What is
more, it appears the family deliberately covered the south yard, including the house garden, with a
relatively thin (3–5cm) layer of dark brown loam. Soil chemical results and a concentration of
sixteen buttons, a thimble and the partial remains of three push pins and two sewing needles,
mark activity areas in and near the external structure where laundry, sewing and possibly soap
making were once performed. Precise dates are diﬃcult to calculate, but these data serve as strong
Table 1. Activity-related evidence at the Thompson House from pre-abolition contexts.
Activity
Gardening

Feature

Data

Fertilizer production

Soil chemical
Records
Feature

Animal husbandry

Records
Feature
Soil chemical
Records

Laundry or soap making

Soil chemical

Description
Sources
Alternating deposits of dark loose loam Small (2003, 89), St. George
within a light loose matrix; faunal
(1986, 346), Zierden and
remains, shell and other refuse mixed
Herman (1996), and Sopko
in.
(1983)
Elevated levels of Ca and P
Thompson’s personal journal
Middens of densely packed, pulverized
Ceci (1984) and
shell, mostly hard clam
Lightfoot, Grzybowski, and
Turano (1985)
New York State Agricultural Proceedings
A series of post holes/molds from preLarkin (1988, 129)
abolition contexts
Elevated levels of P
Historical records identify livestock that
were often penned in houseyards.
Elevated levels of P, K and Mg
Middleton and Price (1996)
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evidence that the family consciously altered the fabric and organization of their house and yard at
the same time as New York was reluctantly replacing enslaved workers with free ones to supplement existing household and agricultural labor. The key feature of these changes was the movement of laboring non-white people out of sight. It appears the house and yard maintained its
early-nineteenth-century arrangements until the house was sold outside the family in 1887.

Extra-domestic labor at the Hart site, 1888–1935
Just three blocks north of the Thompson House, a team of archaeologists, students and local volunteers
excavated twenty-three 1-meter-square units during two seasons of ﬁeldwork on the lot where Jacob,
Hannah and their children once lived (Matthews et al. 2012; Matthews 2017). In 2011, they exposed an
area that revealed the jumbled remains of the house, including an intact foundation measuring
approximately 2 × 4 meters. Cohering to the foundation was the base of a hearth and chimney believed
to be that of the service area or kitchen that once extended oﬀ the rear of the main structure. Structural
remains included locust posts that appear to have partially supported the Hart’s home, which reﬂect a
certain expediency in construction that at once reveals the family’s limited economic means as well as
their knowledge of local resources. A team returned to the site in 2015 and focused their eﬀorts on
recovering evidence for insight into how the family utilized the areas adjacent to their home.
Artifacts found in association with the foundation were used inside the structure, perhaps lost
through ﬂoorboards or intentionally stored and subsequently forgotten, while those recovered
from the yard were presumably the remains of speciﬁc activities or discarded as refuse. Mundane
household materials from both areas – sherds of ceramic dishes, glass and stoneware jars and
bottles, drinking vessel fragments, cutlery, a slate pencil, marbles, a broken multi-tool, bullet
casings – epitomize domestic and family life. Artifacts from the yard area east of the home’s
foundation indicate the family used it as a utilitarian space for daily routines, including preparing
food and mending tools, but also socializing. Excavations also revealed brick pathways adjacent to
the extant overgrown hedgerow. Despite their living in poverty, the laid brick suggests the Harts
constructed and maintained aspects of a formal domestic landscape.
The archaeology provides much-needed insight into the Hart family’s tenure in the home between
1888 and 1935. Embodying their working-class and racially marginalized position in Setauket, the
remains contained a signiﬁcant collection of work-related objects. Scattered among the architectural
remains and other traces of their everyday lives were twenty-nine unique buttons, a thimble and a
press-molded glass bottle with ‘sperm sewing oil’ embossed across its body (Fig, 3).6 When considered
separately, the thimble and sewing-oil bottle are rather mundane and even trivial artifacts indicative of
late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century domestic life. Considered alongside the buttons, however, the two artifacts become important markers of extra-domestic labor. The distinct buttons, each
diﬀering in at least manufacturing technique, material, type and/or design, is a collection diverse
enough for us to presume they were once secured to articles of clothing Hannah Hart and her children
washed for clients. The thimble and sewing-oil bottle suggest Hannah mended clothes, but they also
indicate she had the means and equipment to do so eﬃciently and with precision.

Labor in Setauket’s post-war landscape, 1945–present
The emergent landscape of white leisure continues to develop. This has been especially the case
since the post-war period of the 1940s and 1950s, when the local economy shifted away from
direct agricultural and commercial production towards a predominantly residential community.
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Figure 3. Laundry-related artifacts from the Jacob and Hannah Hart site. Left: fragment of sperm sewing-oil
bottle; right: collection of buttons and thimble. Photograph by C. Matthews. 2013

This shift was led by a new sort of resident who sought out Setauket not for its agricultural
opportunities but rather for its bucolic character and relatively easy rail transport to New York City.
Gradually, the pastures and ﬁelds of potatoes, wheat, hay, ﬂax and corn and small industries that
sustained households and the local economy for generations gave way to winding streets,
commercial businesses and residences of well-oﬀ suburbanites.
With burgeoning suburbs comes modernized infrastructure, and Setauket was no diﬀerent.
Long Island responded to residential development in the 1950s by constructing a network of state
highways that eased automobile travel across the island. One of these highways created a bypass
around the historic core of Setauket (New York Route 25a). The new highway protected Setauket
from unwanted commercial development, but it also diverted consumers away from the village’s
businesses and services that were eventually forced to relocate or close. Moreover, the new
highway and all the adjacent developments it precipitated were built on some of the land once
reserved for nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century piano and rubber factory workers and their
families (Stern 1991). In other words, by 1960 the landscapes of Setauket’s rural and industrial sites
that were conspicuous in the past together with their workers were gone, the tangible evidence of
such labor eﬀectively erased from view (Matthews and Manfra-McGovern forthcoming; Alemy et al.
2016).
While some newcomers demolished features that impeded actualizing their vision of white,
middle-class suburbia, others willingly settled into some of Setauket’s aging houses built by
previous generations’ wealthy class. This spurred among the elite an appreciation of the many
historic structures that survived in Setauket. Inevitably, in the 1970s the Town of Brookhaven
established the Historic District Advisory Committee, which subsequently authorized the creation
of the Old Setauket, Dyers Neck and East Setauket Historic Districts (Klein 1986). Houses, structures
and sites within their boundaries are protected, for they are said to represent and contain ‘the
cultural and aesthetic heritage of Setauket’ (Town of Brookhaven 2000). Remarkably, none of these
historic districts recognized sites that were home to people of color over the last 200 years,
including the Hart’s house. The Old Setauket Historic District which includes some of the oldest
sites in Setauket, including the Thompson House and the lot where the Hart’s lived, seems to have
willfully excluded sites associated with people of color, including the place Setauket’s historical
descendant community of color continues to call home.
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Discussion: The historical displacement of non-white workers
Spaces and evidence of activities index the very people who carried them out (Silliman 2010),
which, in the context of the sites discussed here, happens to include non-white laborers in
Setauket. Working within this framework, we are better able to understand the complex process
behind the protracted erasure of people of color from Setauket’s cultural landscape and historical
heritage. Consider, for instance, the remains recovered from contexts associated with slavery at the
Thompson House. The home’s original ﬂoor plan and evidence of agricultural and domestic
activities recovered from the yard leads us to imagine a landscape in which non-white workers
were conspicuously present. A visitor or passerby on any given day might have looked upon
Sharper pounding shell for fertilizer, Mingo chopping a cord of wood and/or Priscilla tending the
gardens or cleaning the chicken coop. Even inside a house constructed with social divisions in
mind, it would have required great eﬀort on the part of the family and their guests to completely
avoid the household’s non-white workforce as they swept, cooked, knitted, wove, served, churned
or performed the litany of other tasks they were responsible for. Likewise, closed doors failed to
conceal their presence as the sounds and smells of their labor permeated the household.
Then, during the gradual emancipation period and into contexts of freedom, the Thompson
altered their domestic landscape, which reorganized their non-white labor force. The sights, sounds
and smells of workers and their labor once percolating from the service wing were now contained in
the detached kitchen, and the new doorway between the lean-to attic and the formal bedchambers
concealed servants’ movements by giving them access to the bedchambers via the lean-to staircase.
Connecting the formal bedchamber to the lean-to-attic compromised the emerging nineteenthcentury ideal of personal privacy, meaning it is reasonable to assume that long-term laborers and
servants occupied the southern wing equipped with its second-ﬂoor hearth and separate entrance.7
Finally, free people of color were less likely to be seen working in the yard than were Mingo, Sharper,
Cuﬀ and Priscilla in earlier generations. That these workers and their activities – gardening, fertilizer
production, animal husbandry and so on – remained integral to nineteenth-century farmsteads
suggests the Thompsons simply relocated the workers responsible for such tasks rather than ceasing
their employment altogether. We may never know their ambitions or intentions, but the fact remains
that changes to the landscape removed and concealed agricultural workers and domestic servants
as they continued to support the Thompson household.
The evidence of taking in laundry at the Hart site is much more than a simple aﬃrmation of Hannah
and her children’s role as personal laundresses. When read as a stage in Setauket’s economic development, it becomes apparent that the sewing- and laundry-related objects recovered from the Jacob
and Hannah Hart site represent the modern dynamics of race and labor emerging in Setauket that
helped lay the foundation supporting Setauket as a place of relaxation, entertainment and leisure, at
least for whites. That is, the work-related assemblage delineates how marginalizing people of color and
their labor at the household level – evidenced by ﬁndings recovered at the Thompson House – in the
early nineteenth century was intensiﬁed and imposed at the local level in the early twentieth century.
In fact, by 1900 almost 20 per cent of all non-white women recorded with occupations in non-white
independent households were enumerated as ‘laundress’ or ‘washerwoman’, suggesting that, like
Hannah, these women were responsible for taking in laundry. The point here is that some of the work
once done in or outside white households was now being performed in or outside non-white ones.
This new arrangement had the eﬀect of establishing the white home as a moral place of domesticity
and the non-white home as a site of work and labor, thus developing Setauket’s colonial and earlyAmerican image as the place of leisure captured in Figure 1.
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Suburban sprawl, modernizing infrastructure and the creation and maintenance of historical
districts together solidiﬁed the shift from agricultural production to historic preservation and
tourism as Setauket’s principal economic enterprise during the post-war period. On the one hand,
constructing a new highway eased travel through Setauket and accommodated the region’s swelling population. On the other hand, it redirected traﬃc and commercial development away from
what eventually became the Old Setauket Historic District. Thus, new private residences continued
to dissect and absorb the former ﬁelds and lands of Setauket’s historic farms while restaurants,
supermarkets, shopping malls and other suburban conveniences established businesses along the
new bypass. The penultimate component of the racially exclusive narrative required was now in
place: the near complete removal of sites of labor and the illusion that Setauket has always been a
bucolic destination for Long Island’s white elite. Historic houses – some restored and maintained as
museums, others private residences – peppered across the village among neighboring, modern
twentieth-century homes provide material evidence supporting residents’ and visitors’ disposition
to believe that Setauket, their home and tourist destination, is and always has been a place of repose.
Essentially, the post-war economy helped solidify Setauket’s racially exclusive heritage that began
materializing during the transition to free labor in the early 1800s.
Preserving properties that resonate with the white elite while excluding or demolishing those that
did not certainly promoted Setauket as a perpetual place of leisure. Likewise, the erasure of sites
representing non-white labor during this period facilitated forgetting this community’s continuing
presence and their signiﬁcant contributions to the making of local history, but it does not adequately
explain why those apprised of their cultural legacy continue to exclude them from historical narratives.
This, we feel, is an artifact of persistent racism that itself is a legacy of the complicated interaction
between labor and leisure in the past and present. To be clear, past changes in labor relations altered
landscapes and the organization of people inhabiting them in ways that provoke people into
portraying and imagining Setauket in ways that mirror its present form; predominantly wealthy,
white and devoid of race or class diversity. Consequently, stories to the contrary, especially ones
involving the coerced labor of enslaved workers and the social and economic marginalization of their
free descendants, unsettle the themes of the dominant narrative and are therefore rejected by its
narrators.
Revising local history in ways that omit non-white actors and agents has real consequences. For
one, it denies the existing mixed-heritage community, today relegated to a small enclave outside the
village center, inclusion in the local heritage. This physical and symbolic exclusion creates an
appearance of two distinct Setauket’s: one that ﬁts legitimately within broader national narratives
and today is representative of white suburbia, and another that connects with secondary or
imagined narratives deﬁned by the struggle, exploitation and work aﬃliated with impoverished
and destitute communities of color. In Setauket, these distinct narratives are interpreted as contradictory and their historical accuracy evaluated and measured against each other. As we have tried to
show here, there are not two Setaukets. The distinction materializes only when non-white labor is
removed from the consciousness of the majority who for generations have beneﬁted from it most.

Conclusion
As we mentioned, several members of the descendant Native and African-American community still live
in Setauket, though they are concentrated along a short stretch of Christian Avenue outside the village’s
historic core. This section of the village is where one ﬁnds a historic cemetery, church, and American
Legion hall still used by the descendants as well as a handful of homes occupied by non-whites. While it
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may seem natural that the last enclave of non-whites in Setauket would be in the same location as their
community’s cemetery, church and Legion hall, this community space formed much later that one might
think. Only Laurel Hill cemetery is still in its original location. Bethel AME Church was ﬁrst established over
a mile away before it was moved to its current location in 1909; the Legion hall was built only after white
veterans at Setauket’s original post rejected non-white membership after the Second World War; and
residential records do not indicate that any non-whites actually lived within the current boundaries of
today’s enclave until the 1910s. The modern enclave on Christian Avenue, that is, formed in much more
recent times, and as people of color founded fewer and fewer places to live and exist as a community
elsewhere in Setauket.
The timing of the changes that created today’s community correlate with the changing
economy of the village that increasingly moved away from needing the mostly unskilled manual
labor that non-whites could provide. As a result, the enclave is shrinking. What had been a
community of thirty-ﬁve non-white families living on Christian Avenue in the 1970s today has
only twelve families. Yet, even though we are able to explain this decline of the community as an
eﬀect of changing economic conditions, we do not mean to suggest that this process has come
about in such a simple and direct fashion. Rather, we have worked to show that the way Setauket
developed has been a process of consistently exploiting non-white labor without making any
eﬀort to recognize its contribution to the production of wealth and community. The racism that
legitimized enslavement has been reproduced for generations even as non-whites became free,
established their own homes and social institutions and in recent years publicly recognized their
own historical legacy in the village. These successes, however, speak as much to how the nonwhite community has been increasingly marginalized through time.
This is the context we entered when we were invited by the community’s preservation organization
to research their history through archaeology. They were hopeful archaeological research could support
their eﬀorts to preserve the community through the discovery of new sites and historic artifacts as well as
new stories from the archives and local memory. However, we have learned that the stories with the
most power struggle for recognition and acceptance not because they are new, but because they
delegitimize popular yet racially exclusive stories that marginalize this community from their ancestral
home. The narratives we promote, in other words, are counter-archaeologies used to remember the nonwhite community in village history such that residents and visitors must rethink not only what happened
at Setauket’s historic sites but also why it has taken so long for this to be known.

Notes
1. Last Will and Testament, Jonathon Thompson (1768); Farm Journal, Samuel Thompson (1801–08); Bill of
Sale of Mima, Samuel Thompson (1807); all located in Samuel Thompson Papers (MssCol 2982),
Manuscripts and Archives Division, The New York Public Library.
2. In 2010, Setauket numbered 15,477 people living within its boundaries, 13,795 (89.1 per cent) of whom
identiﬁed as ‘White, non-Hispanic’ and 199 as ‘American Indian’ or ‘Black or African American’ (1.3 per
cent). ‘Asian’ (7.4 per cent), ‘Two or More Races’ (1.6 per cent) and ‘Some other Race’ (0.6 per cent)
constitute the remainder. It is worth noting, that ‘Two or More Races’ does not include ‘Native Indian and
Black or African American’ as an entry (United States Census Bureau 2017). 2017
3. Long Island is municipally divided into three political and geographic divisions: County, City or Town and Village
or Hamlet. The Town of Brookhaven is the larger municipality in which the Village of Setauket is located.
4. The Harts’ occupations are documented in the decennial US Census between 1900 and 1930.
5. Dates for stratiﬁed layers were calculated using mean production dates provided by DAACs, a variation of the
R statistical package provided by Peeples (2011), and Adams’ (2003) suggested adjustments for time lag.
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6. A high water table and muddy conditions severely impeded traditional screening methods for artifact
recovery and soils were painstakingly processed for artifacts by hand. Consequently, the collection of
buttons is likely a partial representation of their overall abundance on the site.
7. It was probably here, in the southern wing, where someone recorded eleven poorly made beds in ‘An
Inventory of all singular Goods and Chattells and Credits which were of Doct. Samuel Thompson late of
Brookhaven deceased taken this fourth day of October in the Year of our Lord One Thousand eight
hundred and Eleven’, which lists ‘5 good feather beds’, ‘3 poor feather beds’ and ‘8 poor straw beds’. The
ﬁve good feather beds were probably used by the ﬁve members of the Thompson family residing at the
house at the time, leaving eleven ‘poor’ beds for enslaved and long-term free workers.
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